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I. The Inception of the Information 
System for Vocational Decisions 



INITIATION 

The United States Office of Education and the President and Fel- 
lows, Harvard College, entered into agreement as of i June 1966 
to support and construct the prototype of a computer-based Infor- 
mation System for Vocational Decisions (ISVD). The prototype 
is to be delivered on or before 1 July 1969/ thirty-seven months 
from the date of initiation. 



ORGANIZATION 

The Information System for Vocational Decisions (ISVD) is di- 
rected by an Executive Committee. (See section on Authority for 
a list of its members.) Through this particular committee, the 
ISVD embraces the interests which Harvard University, the New 
England Education Data Systems (NEEDS), and the Newton 
School Department have in the construction and field testing of a 
computer-based, guidance and counseling inquiry system. 

OBJECTIVE 

The major objective of the ISVD is to improve vocational deci- 
sion-making through the use of a computer-based guidance 
system. The program is to be so designed that the student can relate 
knowledge about himself to data about education, training, and 
work and thereby create a body of information on which he can base 
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his career decision. The entire program links person, computer, and 
teacher or counselor in such a way that the student can conduct a 
dialogue with the computer, while the counselor assists in interpret- 
ing and evaluating the results of the dialogue. 



PROBLEM AS STIPULATED IN 
PROJECT PROPOSAL 

The following statement is quoted in full from the original pro- 
posal entitled An Information System for Vocational Decisions, 
submitted by D. V. Tiedeman , E. Landy, W. /. Fletcher, A. B. 
Ellis, R. G. Davis, and E. G. Boyer, Principal Investigators, to the 
U.S. Commissioner of Education under the provisions of Section 
4 (c) of the Vocational Education Act of 1963. 

"• . . participation in an occupation involves more than train- 
ing in the specific skills required. Before, during, and even after 
vocational training the process of decision-making must also be 
involved. Central in decisions about occupations, jobs, or courses 
of study are facts/data 1 about one's self and about work. Facts 
illumine and frequently create decisions particularly when facts 
are given the status of data by inquirers. But decisions also create 
facts. This project therefore provides opportunity to study the in- 
teraction of facts and decision, and their subsequent creation of 
information. 

' The proposed ISVD will deliberately play upon a potentially 
useful distinction between data (facts) and information (inter- 
preted facts). The task of the information system is to enable the 
individual to transform data into information. This is to be done 
by teaching him to interpret the data in the light of his own 

1. Occupational facts/ data come in two conditions, fixed and modifiable. 
We therefore elect to adopt the cumbersome term, 'Facts/data/ to indicate this 
fact throughout the report. Occupational facts are directly recoverable without 
modification except for storage and later retrieval. On the other hand, occupa- 
tional data consist of facts which must be additionally processed by the numeric 
and/or linguistic routines of a modifying system. Either unmodified facts or 
previously modified data need to be further mediated if they are to be turned in- 
to information. This is why we refer conjointly to facts/data whenever our 
connotation is associated with information. 
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knowledge, experience, and intention, so that his organization 
and use of the data represents his own personal relationship to 
them in the process of decision-making. We presume that only 
when data are used in this way can they be described as informa- 
tion where the individual is concerned. The information so gen- 
erated can then, in turn, serve as data in the making of future 
decisions. 

"Given that the quality of decisions is directly related to the 
kind, quality, and comprehensiveness of the information (i.e., 
data in relation to personal intention) considered by the indi- 
vidual during the process of decision-making, then a fundamen- 
tal task of guidance is to identify, evaluate, and classify needed 
information and to make it readily available to counselors and 
students in useable forms and at needed limes and places. A sec- 
ond task is to learn how past decisions can be used to create in- 
formation of value to the students who have made those deci- 
sions. We speak first of the provision and display of data, and its 
transformation into information. When we consider the teaching 
of decision-making, we will discuss the creation of further in- 
formation by the analysis of past decisions. 

"Guidance workers have had difficulty in providing and ef- 
fectively displaying data. This is so because the amount of these 
data is directly related to the unparalleled rate of change in the 
technological world, which in turn is rapidly producing basic 
changes in our society. If we are to prepare students with skills, 
and attitudes and understandings for a changed and continuously 
changing future, we must know something of the nature of the 
changes involved. We must also encourage students to think of 
vocational planning as a lifetime process, not a one-time deci- 
sion. The counselor must think future and not experience or he 
will be of diminishing value to the student of the sixties and 
seventies' (Wrenn, 1962, p. 20). 

"Not only have counselors found it difficult to provide and 
display data, but the relatively infrequent contact between stu- 
dent and counselor has made the student's interpretation of data 
largely a hit-or-miss affair. Most students in secondary schools 



ANNUAL REPORT 



4 



see a counselor three or four times a year at most. Furthermore, 
the nature of these contacts is frequently governed by a concern 
for the immediate next decision to be made ("What courses shall 
I take next term?") and the immediate interest of die student 
("I'm interested in science.") The amount and quality of facts 
available to the counselor at the time of an interview is limited 
by his own knowledge and his school's resources. And the coun- 
selor's usual function is to provide facts for the student at the 
same time (and frequently without distinction) that he is attempt- 
ing to get the student to use them. 

"What is needed is a system which will provide for the student 
direct access to all relevant facts without requiring the direct 
mediation of a counselor. This would bring about a change in die 
counselor's role. Instead of being both source and interpreter of 
facts, he would have the primary responsibility of interpreting 
the student's use of die facts as he transforms them into informa- 
tion. This would require attention to die role of unconscious 
motivation, and die effort to help the student transform his tacit 
understandings into explicit ones. Also included in his role would 
be training the student in die use of the data system, supervising 
him in its use, and evaluating the student's decision-making 
process. Ultimately, it should be possible for die student to use 
the data system in a relatively independent manner for both ex- 
ploration and decision-making, with recourse to the counselor 
only when assistance or interpretation is needed. 

"Another important factor in the decision-making process is the 
student's 'sense of agency,' that is, his awareness that he is an 
active agent in determining the course of his own career (Field 
1964). We feel that many persons, especially those in economi- 
cally depressed areas who have been socially and culturally de- 
prived, may lack this 'sense of agency' because of a lack of ac- 
curate information about themselves and their real ability 2 to act 
on their environment. 

2. Our colleague, Norman Sprinthall, at Harvard tells us that his recent 
research with Ralph Mosher and John Wniteley strongly suggests that even 
secondary school students lack convictior. that they have any choice in and 
responsibility for their educational and vocational behavior. 
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'This proposal is in part an outgrowth of a study conducted dur- 
ing 1964-65 by John B. Carroll and Allan B. Ellis under contract 
with the U. S. Office of Education (Contract #OE-5 -io- 097) 
(Carroll and Ellis, 1965). The study was undertaken to determine 
the nature of a possible data bank and the role such a bank 
should play in the development of a systematic education pro- 
gram for the New England region. A significant conclusion 
reached by the investigators was that an educational data bank 
should not be a static storehouse. To be of real value to the proc- 
ess of education, a data bank must be dynamic enough to become 
a functional part of the education process. 

'This conclusion was of special interest to die New England 
Education Data Systems (NEEDS), which was established in 1963 
by the New England School Development Council and which is 
affiliated with the Harvard Graduate School of Education as well 
as with 57 other organizations. 3 NEEDS is an effort to bring the 
technology of data processing to bear on the administrative, cur- 
ricular, and guidance problems of die schools of New England. A 
long-term objective of NEEDS is to establish a regional informa- 
tion center for its member school systems so that, as NEEDS 
grows, a large body of data will be available to facilitate educa- 
tional research and development efforts in the region. This pro- 
posal is therefore designed to take a major step toward the 
development of such a comprehensive regional information cen- 
ter in the area of vocational education." 



3. During 1967-68, NEEDS consisted of 67 member organizations. 



